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1. Introduction 

Paamese is spoken on the island of Paama in the Republic of Vanuatu, which 
is located in the southwest Pacific between Fiji and New Caledonia. There 
are probably about 4000 speakers of the language altogether, including the 
considerable numbers of people now resident in the towns of Vila and Santo, 
as well as on plantations on other islands in the country. Until 1961, 
Paamese was also spoken on the neighbouring island of Lopevi, but after the 
volcano on the island erupted, the population moved permanently to Ngala, 
on the island of Epi to the south. 

Although Paama is a small island, only about ten kilometres long, and less 
than five kilometres wide, it is nevertheless not linguistically homogeneous. 
The most noticeable dialect division is between the north and the south, with 
the villages of Nau and Lulev representing the southernmost villages 
speaking northern varieties of Paamese. The original dialect of Lopevi is 
closer to the northern rather than the southern dialect of Paamese. There are 
relatively few lexical differences between these dialects, especially in the 
area of core vocabulary, but there are systematic phonological 
correspondences between the two areas which make speakers of either 
dialect immediately recognisable. The major differences involve the 
northern diphthongs ei and ou, which correspond to the southern diphthongs 
ai and au. The phoneme HI is retained intact in the south, while in the north it 
has been lost, or has shifted to HI in many environments. Further details of 
the nature of dialect differences are included in the dictionary of Paamese 
that is currently being prepared by the author. Entries in this dictionary are 
taken from the southern variety of the language, which was the form of the 
language that was taken as the basis of the grammatical description in 
Crowley (1982). 

The grammar of Paamese has been described in Crowley (1982). The 
only other published grammatical information on Paamese is the short sketch 
by Ray (1926: 311-329). Details on the development of transitivity marking 
are described in Crowley (1983) and serial verb constructions in Crowley 



820 Paamese 

(1987). Crowley (to appear) describes in detail the grammar and semantics 
of inalienable possession. 

Textual material in Paamese (with free English translations) has been 
published as Crowley (1980), while Mael and Crowley (1984) is a collection 
of stories published in Paamese only. There are some religious materials that 
have been translated into Paamese. These are now all out of print and are 
generally not easily available to speakers of Paamese. Moreover, the quality 
of the translations is generally not high, which has meant that speakers find 
great difficulty in reading them. 
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Map 59. Paamese language area 



The data for this comparative wordlist have been collected by the author over 
an extended period beginning in 1976. Initially, for extended periods 
between 1976 and 1978, I was studying as a doctoral student at the 
Australian National University, residing on Paama. Since 1983, 1 have been 
resident in Vila, where I have had considerable ongoing contact with 
members of the Paamese community. 

Along with speakers of other Vanuatu vernaculars, the Paamese use the 
English-lexifier pidgin known as Bislama as their major internal lingua 
franca. This language is the source for many borrowed items, especially 
those relating to introduced technological and cultural items. 
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